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Introduction
Business history as a discipline has made modest progress
over the last few decades, particularly in India. It is well
acknowledged by scholars that business history has an
important role to play in developing and clarifying our un-
derstanding of the evolution of business e be it industries,
individual companies, business families and groups e and26584050.
ww.iimb.ernet.in
ian Institute of Management
anagement Bangalore. All rights
4.01.010how it has, in the process, been influencing and been
influenced by the social and economic environment in
which it has been evolving (Tripathi, 2004, p. 1e10).
However, the scholarly attention paid to this important
subject has been inadequate of late. This paper attempts
to build a case to revive this important discipline and
outline a plausible roadmap for the revival and progress of
the discipline.
Business history e its emergence and early progress
There is a broad consensus that the tradition of business
history can be attributed to the early initiatives of Harvard
Business School in the early 20th century (Kudaisya, 2011;
Tripathi, 2004). The term “business history” is reported to
have been used first in 1920 by the Dean of Harvard Business
School, Wallace B. Donhan, in his report to the President of
the University, arguing for its importance in business edu-
cation (Tripathi, 2004). Since then, the progress of the
study of business history is seen to have been in tandem
with the progress of business education in the U.S.reserved.
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Alfred D. Chandler are deemed to have earned a distinctive
identity for the discipline of business history.
The initial efforts to study business history were mainly
responding to the call for “business history written primarily
not frommass data.but from the study of specific situations
as they come to businessmen and their communities in the
past.” (Tripathi, 2004), and tended to be company his-
tories. Chandler’s efforts during the middle of twentieth
century did serve to extend the frontiers of business history,
by extending the analysis beyond individual company stories
and viewing the evolution of American business as a whole,
shaped by the various forces influencing the companies from
within and outside, and the impact of these forces both at
the macro and micro level. Thus the expansions of the
frontiers of progress of business history, beyond economic
history, can be seen to have been propelled by the felt need
to understand the business system as a whole, and its link-
ages with society at large (Tripathi, 2004).
The role of history as an essential input in understanding
causation in a larger economic context has been emphas-
ised by researchers (McCraw, 2006; Morck and Yeung,
2011). Accordingly, there have been consistent calls to
incorporate concepts, tools and techniques from the social
sciences to further the methodologies of business history
research (Hidy, 1970; Hansen, 2012). The need to adopt the
cultural and narrative perspective in business history,
particularly in the context of developing a historical un-
derstanding of entrepreneurship and globalisation has been
highlighted. Business history as a discipline is also seen to
provide an enormous potential for multidisciplinary work
that could improve our understanding of capitalism and its
development (Hansen, 2012).
Business history in India
Some of the early explorations of business behaviour in
India were triggered by the interest in explaining the eco-
nomic backwardness of India (see Tripathi, 2004, for some
examples of these works). Many of these works coalesced
their arguments around the two dominant themes of “cul-
tural determinism” and “imperialist exploitation”, and had
not made significant efforts to develop more holistic ex-
planations, that went beyond these themes. Though not
addressing the question of economic backwardness
directly, many other works emerged later which tended to
support either of these explanations. Examples of such
studies would include treatises dealing with castes and
tribes in India, studies on growth of certain industries, or
those pertaining to industrial organisations such as a man-
aging agency system. Empirical support of some sort was
provided to these studies by biographies, autobiographies,
or souvenir volumes of firms, which expectedly lacked in
academic rigour (Tripathi, 2004).
Just as in the U.S, the emergence of business manage-
ment education in India had a role to play in the further-
ance of business history research in India. The early support
came from the then newly established Indian Institute of
Management Ahmedabad (IIMA), followed by works of pro-
fessional historians. These included publications on firm
histories or careers of business leaders, community relatedstudies, approaches to business strategies, integrated views
of business behaviour and interface between business and
society. The increasing realisation by big business of the
need to present a positive image of itself to the society at
large also helped to sustain interest in business history
(Tripathi, 2004).
Challenges to the study of business history in India
Scholars setting out to study business history in India have to
overcome certain challenges. These challenges have been
well documented by Tripathi (2004) and can be summarised
broadly into a few critical factors. Firstly, there is a paucity
of documentary sources, particularly those pertaining to the
colonial period and to the operations of small and medium
level traders who flourished during that period. Secondly,
barring a few exceptions, companies continue to be reluc-
tant to share records e even those records that are insig-
nificant and are well past their commercial utility. Thirdly,
the information available in the public domain, from sources
such as the company lawboard or the registrar of companies,
is both inadequate and incomplete. Apart from these chal-
lenges, there are larger issues, identified by Kudaisya (2011,
p. xiexxviii) that have to do with the lack of institutional
support for the study of business history in India. Pointing out
that business history has not entrenched itself in the Indian
university system, Kudaisya also contends that the institu-
tional links between business research and business enter-
prise have continued to remain weak.
Business history in India e the way forward
Indian business has traversed a very interesting course in
the last few decades. The socio-political environment in
which Indian business is embedded has witnessed a few
path-breaking changes during this period. The first few
decades after independence saw Indian business rooting
itself in the newly independent and aspiring nation. This
was followed by a couple of decades of government led
development with a prominent role for the public sector.
The globalisation and liberalisation trends of the 90s and
beyond have brought in their wake significant changes in
the composition and functioning of business organisations.
Such a dynamic and fast paced transformation of the socio-
political environment has very interesting lessons to offer e
both for business organisations and to society as whole. A
renewed effort to document, understand, and assimilate
business history becomes a pressing need and a worthwhile
endeavour.
It is encouraging to note that there have been increasing
attempts all round to develop a broader appreciation of
business history in India. For instance, some leading busi-
ness houses and corporations e the Tatas, Aditya Birla
Group, Godrej, State Bank of India and Bank of India, to
name a few e have set up archives to preserve materials of
historical significance and make them available to all those
interested. Some of these archives are even being digitised
and made available in electronic form (Ganguly, 2013).
There are also recent instances of companies and in-
stitutions supporting oral history projects to ‘narrate’ their
history (Doctor, 2013). Also, books have been published
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that are linked to Indian business such as the Indian In-
stitutes of Management at Ahmedabad and Kolkata
(Anubhai, 2011; ARCH@Srishti, 2012).
To build on these promising beginnings, this perspective
note ties in with the views of a group of scholars of business
history who got together to take stock of the status of
business history in India and outline a roadmap for progress
(Kumar et al., 2011). The panellists presented the per-
spectives they had gathered over their years of research,
the themes and areas with rich research possibilities,
interesting research questions and the methodological ap-
proaches available. They also considered the implications
of incorporating business history in management education,
covering aspects of curriculum, pedagogy, and teaching
resources. The key ideas that emerged from this discussion
are presented in the next few sections, and the research-
able questions emerging from the round table have been
encapsulated at the end of the article.This section draws from Working Paper No 329, “Research on Business and Entrepreneurship History of India e Re-
flections on the State of the Art and Future Directions”, 2011, by K Kumar, Ramya T. Venkateswaran, Devi Vijay,
Deepali Sharma, Srivardhini K, and Chinmay Tumbe
The scholars whose views are reflected in the following sections are Prof Pankaj Chandra, Director, IIMB; Dinesh C
Sharma, independent journalist and author of “Long Revolution: The Birth and Growth of India’s IT Industry” (Har-
perCollins); Prof Dwijendra Tripathi, former Kasturbhai Lalbhai Chair Professor of Business History at the Indian
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad, founder editor of The Journal of Entrepreneurship and author of The Oxford
History of Indian Business; Harish Damodaran from the Hindu Business Line and author of “India’s New Capitalists:
Caste, Business, And Industry in A Modern Nation”; Mekhala Krishnamurthy, doctoral student in Anthropology at Uni-
versity College, London; Prof Raman Mahadevan, Institute of Development Alternatives, Chennai; Prof Surajit
Mazumdar, Institute for Studies in Industrial Development (ISID), New Delhi; Prof K. Kumar, Chairperson of the NSRCEL,
IIMB. Dr Ramachandra Guha, historian, participated in the discussion.
(The details of the panellists are as listed in the working paper “Research on Business and Entrepreneurship History of
India e Reflections on the State of the Art and Future Directions” (Kumar et al., 2011).Perspectives on business and
entrepreneurship history of India
This session elicited diverse perspectives on business and
entrepreneurship history from the panellists who were
subject-experts from diverse disciplines. The key points
that emerged from the discussion are encapsulated here.
Business history as a means of understanding the
present
All the panelists affirmed that business history provides
insights into many spheres, of which there is an inadequate
understanding.
a. Understanding business history as “total history”
The discussion highlighted the various dimensions of
Business history e Business history as central in under-
standing the experiences of individuals who built organi-
sations; in understanding Indian society; and inunderstanding other branches of history such as general
history, social history and economic history.
Prof Tripathi revealed that his engagement with history
was intertwined with his journey to find himself, in his
words, “to understand myself as a part of my surroundings.
Business history gave me the opportunity to look at the
experiences of individuals e individuals who built organi-
sations; individuals who built companies; individuals who
responded to situations and responded to change. Then I
began to have some kind of understanding of what Indian
society is like. What are the forces in Indian society that
egg people on to certain things. .That’s the reason that I
remained with business history.” (Kumar et al., p6) Prof
Tripathi maintained that business history was not a sub-
discipline of economic history and was more closely related
to social history. Business history is in some sense a total
history e social, economic, political, legal, history of cul-
ture and biography. “Business is a part of life and it is going
to draw on all aspects of life” (Kumar et al., p. 6).b. Business history as a holistic approach
The study of business history important to understand
colonial and post-independence social, and economic e
agrarian, industrial, and business e developments, evolu-
tions and transformations, especially the gaps in the larger
picture of economic and industrial development.
c. Business history to understand “the whole story”
Dinesh Sharma, as a science journalist in the 90s, opined
that there was a lot to report on, but there were many
more gaps in the narrative that needed understanding.
d. Business history as an approach to explore ‘unanswered
questions’
Business history, and more specifically, economic his-
tory, was one approach to gaining insights into certain
unanswered questions according to Prof Surajit Majumdar.
Certain patterns and questions emerge when one looks at
individual firms against larger historical circumstances. Why
68 K. Kumardo some firms grow, while others decline? In certain periods
why do certain kinds of businesses grow, while others
decline? How do new ones come in and how do the old ones
maintain their dominance? Or the opposite? He added that a
comparison of India’s industrialisation experience with
those of standard indicators reveals a stunted case of
industrialisation “where we have the relative significance
of industrial sector production as well as employment,
which has crossed a peak, at a much lower level than has
been the case generally with other countries.” (Kumar
et al., p. 6e7) Deeper understanding of such phenomena
could help shed light on the long-term implications of this
kind of industrialisation.
e. Business history to understand social transformations
From the viewpoint of anthropology, Ms Krishnamurthy
found the social history perspective very useful while car-
rying out ethnographic studies to understand the trans-
formations happening in society.
Business history in India: some concerns
Business history in India, as documented, is far from satis-
factory and the time is ripe to focus research on business
history was an important point of concurrence for the
panellists. They also identified, at a broad level, some
lacunae in the state of the discipline.
a. The panellists pointed out that entrepreneurship his-
tory has never received the attention it deserved and
that there has been a decline of interest in pursuing
research in the area. The pointers towards the neglect/
decline of interest in business history included the anti-
capitalist ethos in the Nehruvian period; and the di-
rection in which entrepreneurship and innovation
developed in India as compared to the US. In India, it
was merchant-led rather than producer-led, and in-
novations mostly are seen in marketing and finance and
not in technology, as pointed out by Harish Damodaran.
b. Much of the work is related to the colonial period. There
is a need to understand the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s in
order to understand some of the significant post-colonial
developments e for example, why India opted for an
import substituting industrialisation model.
c. A lot of the present understanding of entrepreneurship
in India remained north centric, while very little
attention was paid to the developments in the south.
d. Business history and economic history have been rele-
gated to the background in the pecking order within the
discipline of economics, despite the importance of its
role in understanding the economic development tra-
jectory of nations.
Business history research
Themes
A list of themes that could revitalise enquiry into the
business history of India was put forth by the panellists.Prof Tripathi at the outset pointed out that the themes
emerge from an engagement with the subject. These could
be categorised as period related, phenomenon related,
context based, industry based or based on evolutionary
trends.
a. The need would be to focus on the period of 1930s till
1950s, opined Prof Raman Mahadevan, who felt that
this period, despite being very critical to understand
post-colonial development, has been overlooked by
economic and business historians. This called for a long
view approach that would integrate both the pre- and
post-independence perspectives, he said and also
highlighted some of the unexplored aspects that relate
to the study of this period, such as the economic impact
of partition on Punjab and Bengal, and a broader
consideration of the geography of India before inde-
pendence that include Bangladesh, Pakistan, Burma,
and the related economic dislocations.
b. The sources of entrepreneurship in different regions
would need to be addressed, according to Prof Maha-
devan. The focus of entrepreneurship history in the
colonial period had been northern India e Bombay and
Bengal predominantly e where most of the commercial
and industrial investments were heralded by mer-
chants. But the sources of entrepreneurship in other
regions were very different, the history of which has
not been captured adequately in the literature. For
example, during the decades from 30s to 50s, Andhra
Pradesh witnessed a movement towards service in-
dustry; agro commercial capital from Tamil Nadu was
invested in industries and formed the major thrust to
investment in Tamil Nadu; the major merchant com-
munity of the Chettiars faced constraints on repa-
triation of capital from other parts of the world to
India, which if had been possible would have altered
the economic landscape post-independence, he said.
Another exciting but neglected research arena, he
pointed out, was the contribution of small and medium
scale enterprises to the economy.
c. Emphasising the need to seek answers to some relevant
questions, Mr Sharma suggested that if one looked at
the top companies and tried to investigate the histori-
cal policy context that led them to their present posi-
tion, it is very likely that interesting insights would
emerge which are often missed otherwise. For
instance, in the context of the developments in the IT
industry in the past 40 years which he had catalogued,
Mr Sharma maintained that there still remained some
interesting questions about the IT industry that could
be looked at. As an example, he pointed out that
tracing the history of TCS, the largest software com-
pany in India, to identify its origins, would lead to the
abolishment of the managing agency system, that
forced the Tatas to look for an alternate revenue
stream, which they found in Tata Data Centre, that
later became TCS. A few other themes were suggested
for detailed study by Mr Sharma.
 The role of state entrepreneurship in IT e the context
that led to the setting up of state enterprises like
Electronic Corporation of India Limited and CMC, the
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such attempts at state entrepreneurship.
 The new legion of entrepreneurs who are creating
new types of businesses such as cut flower business,
renewable energy, Ayurvedic drugs, medical tourism,
low cost aviation, dot com businesses, and so on, thus
reshaping the traditional business landscape.
 How the idea of creating industrial estates, elec-
tronic cities, hardware technology parks, software
technology parks, and electronic cities came about
and the reasons for their success, growth or failure.
 Themes of research thrown up by the knowledge
economy e for example the study of the rise of new
industry sectors such as the IT industry, biotech-
nology, and the emergence of companies in these
industries in the last 20e25 years that have contrib-
uted significantly to the growth of GDP, the policy
environment and the influences in these industries.
 The changing role of the state from a Regulator in the
70s to Facilitator in the 80s and a Collaborator in the
90s and the concomitant change in stateeindustry
relationship.
 Specific industries such as the beverage industry, its
position within a country like India, the often
changing role of multinational companies in the in-
dustry, such as Coca Cola.
 Changing scenario of banking, the increasing role of
private sector in banking in the last 20e25 years and
the role played by technology, especially computer-
isation in this industry.
 Biographies of some successful entrepreneurs in
various fields and the business models adopted by
their companies.
d. Focus on the type of innovations in Indian businesses,
types of entrepreneurs and the social context in the
emergence of the family business e these were the
points of emphasis for Mr Damodaran, which highlight
some important issues.
 The emergence and the driving forces behind the new
entrepreneur who is educated and is from a different
background from the traditional merchant. The
institution of the family firm in the Indian context and
its evolution, and its links to the sources of capital
residing in family and social networks.
 The profile of the Indian capitalist was mainly of
merchant origin unlike the producer-led capitalist of
the US, and the reasons for such differences in pro-
file. The source of innovations that were behind the
emergence of business activities in India were more
marketing and finance led and thus different from the
West which was more technology and production led
e and the reasons thereof.
e. Given the rudimentary stage of research into business
history in India, Prof Tripathi advocated a simple and
practical approach of starting somewhere and building
on it. As an example, he narrated his own experience of
starting with an observation of the difference between
the economic performance of India and Japan. Not very
convinced by the explanations offered from a colonial
influence perspective, his further explorations led him
to the adoption of technology, which he found to be
very different in India and Japan, and in turn convergedon the theme of technology adoption in the Indian in-
dustry. Prof Tripathi suggested, as a starting point, a
study of the evolution of businesses, especially
concentrating on large houses that would lead to bi-
ographies and autobiographies, and give an insight on
relationship between business and society, business
and economy, and business and politics and so on. Since
every big business starts small, Prof Tripathi opined
that tracing the evolution of big companies and busi-
ness groups will help in understanding how businesses
improved and developed; and the influence of social,
political, and policy forces on this process.
f. Prof Majumdar observed that there is a historical angle
to every economy and its motion in time involves path
dependent qualitative changes over and above the
quantitative expansions. In the present context, busi-
ness firms constitute an important segment of the
economic structure and provide an operational arena to
change agents who work towards economic mobility.
These agents themselves undergo change with changes
in the economy, bringing along social changes. There-
fore there is a gap left by economics in its analyses of
an “economic man” that is to be filled by business
historians in understanding what these change agents
do for economic mobility that also has social ramifica-
tions. These actions of individuals or firms or the
questions raised by “what kind of innovators are there
in the Indian context” can be better answered by
analysing these actions in the historical context. From
this perspective, he identified a few themes of
importance.
 The relative growth or decline of firms and the effect
of context and time. The internal and external
changes and their significance require to be probed in
the historical context, for example the emergence of
middle class and its link to the growth of salaried
white collared work force in businesses.
 The important historical forces behind industrialisa-
tion in India and its implications for businesses. Spe-
cifically, the “stunted industrialisation” e
transitioning to a service economy before transition-
ing completely into an industrial economy e experi-
enced by India and the implication of this transition
to a service economy for the future course of
industrialisation.Approaches
a. The historical method
 The essence of the historical method, as comprising
the techniques and guidelines by which historians use
primary sources and other evidence to research and
then to write histories in the form of accounts of the
past was clarified by Dr Guha. To distinguish it from
other longitudinal qualitative studies, the method is
characterised by the combination of archival sources,
primary data, thick description and the craft of
weaving the story together.
 The norms of the historical research method would be
applicable to business history exactly as it was
applicable to economic history or social history,
70 K. Kumaremphasised Prof Tripathi. Business history would also
have to borrow from other disciplines. Just as a po-
litical historian would depend on some of the
methods of political analysis, or an economic histo-
rian would go into the broad economic forces, simi-
larly business historians may adopt and borrow from
other disciplines. Prof Tripathi provided an example
from his experience, where in order to understand a
rather complex transaction involving a company
being gifted to the shareholders by another company,
he took the help of an expert in the accounting
discipline who used the tools of accounting to explain
how this transaction was carried out.
 Prof Raman Mahadevan elaborated that the two te-
nets of enquiry in the historical method revolve
around the questions of causation and generalisation.
As an illustration, he explained that asking questions
such as why there was no “Bengali” entrepreneurship
or why is it that the Chettiars did not move into in-
dustry in spite of having the money, would lead to
identifying a connected string of causal arguments
encompassing several dimensions as well as general-
isations on why only some people move into entre-
preneurship and others do not. Such questioning,
according to him, will also force one to look at the
political, social, economic and cultural dimensions.
b. Slicing by time
 Advocating a long duration approach, Prof Mahadevan
pointed out that when compared to the amount of
work done on the pre-independence period, very
little work had been done on the post-independence
period. Moreover, it was necessary to focus on the
1940s because of the need for a connect between the
two periods and because the events of the decade
merited close attention. The economic impact of the
Partition on Bengal and Punjab due to economic
dislocation and loss of markets was of importance to
entrepreneurial history. Further, there was a certain
broadening and deepening of the capital accumula-
tion process between the pre-30s and post-30e40
period, where one finds most business groups
emerging. This would help us connect history to post-
colonial developments and therefore this period-
isation can provide significant understanding of the
forces of entrepreneurship. Finally he suggested the
overall periodisation for a study of business and
entrepreneurship history along the lines of
1930e1950; 1950e1984 e pre-liberalisation; and
1984e2008 e liberalisation.
 An interesting facet of the historical method revealed
by Prof Mahadevan was that of tracing alternate tra-
jectories, belonging to the domain of counterfactual
history which seeks to explore history and historical
incidents bymeans of extrapolating a timeline inwhich
certain key historical events did not happen or had an
outcome which was different from that which did in
fact occur. The Chettiar investment in industry in
relation to the total investable surplus at their com-
mand was very insignificant. Much of their investment
remained in the service sector, in banking, and in land.
This was because much of the capital was locked
overseas, in land, in rubber plantations, tinmines, andcoconut estates and could not be repatriated, due to
certain historical circumstances. Had the Chettiars
managed to repatriate the capital, India’s contempo-
rary economic history would have been very different
as they were much bigger than the Marwaris and the
Parsis in terms of capital according to Prof Raman
Mahadevan, and the south would possibly have been a
major player in the Nehruvian period.
c. Slicing by sites and sources
 Prof Mahadevan pointed out that most of the studies
of entrepreneurship in the colonial period focussed
on Northern India e Bombay and Bengal which is
where much of the commercial and industrial in-
vestment resides, with the traditional actor entre-
preneur being the merchant capitalist. When one
looks beyond these regions, one finds that the sources
of entrepreneurship are very different, which has not
been captured adequately in the existing literature.
There is a need for redrawing the geographical con-
tours of the accumulation process so that more in-
formation on the origins and trajectories of various
groups could be captured, particularly of the south-
ern parts of the country.
 The ramifications of the choice of the methods, scale
and sites of research adopted by the researchers were
discussed byMs Krishnamurthy. The discipline towhich
the method belongs and the choice of sites of research
are things that matter. For instance, an anthropolog-
ical researcher might choose an ethnographic method
that provides intimate data on the here and now,
revealing complex interconnections and mobile pat-
terns. It is profitable to choose sites that reveal the
structures in everyday life, the wheels of commerce,
and the perspective of the world. She illuminated it
with examples from her research experience in the
mandi town (market town) of Hardha in Madhya Pra-
desh, where she studied the transformation in com-
munities, in commodities, and the political landscape.
 The importance of the family firm e a still prominent
institution in India e was underscored by Mr Dam-
odaran as an important site of analysis. The evolution
of the family firm over time in the aftermath of the
abolition of the Managing Agency system, its
continued dominance in the Indian business milieu,
its many strengths and possible weaknesses are all
aspects that need to be deeply studied. The topic is
of interest both sociologically and from the legal
point of view. The impact of the abolition of the
Managing Agency system and how it has affected
current day concerns such as corporate social re-
sponsibility is another area of concern and study.
Further he added that entrepreneurs could be from
very different backgrounds, who are not from the
traditional merchant class, and whose stories could
be captured through a lot of case studies.
d. Slicing by scope
 There has been an obsessive concern with the sites of
Bombay, Calcutta and Ahmedabad, even Kanpur,
opined Prof Mahadevan, and that has resulted in the
focus on the large sector and on big groups, and the
neglect of the small players whowere emerging at that
time. He pointed out that, therefore, there is a need to
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enterprises. The rise of a major group like the Hero
group and the Munjals, for instance, cannot be
adequately understood unless one located them in the
pre-independenceperiod as a small entity. Size itself is
a question of time and space, he said, wherein a small
firm of today can be the big firm of tomorrow.
 The study ofmortality and its relevance to the study of
business history was brought up by Prof Mahadevan.
Post-independence history has to include the study of
some of the major players and business houses which
had collapsed and the reasons for their failure. There
has been considerable mortality at various points of
time and this is worth a closer study. Mapping of en-
trepreneurs according to size, industry, region, state,
or period are all other dimensions that could be
included in the research agenda for business history.
 An overall approach for the selection of themes was
provided by Prof Tripathi because themes emerge out
of an engagement with the subject. He recommended
that scholars concentrate on the large houses as they
would give an insight into the historical forces that
shaped business behaviour and evolution. Most of the
large houses would have most probably started small,
cases in point being as the house ofMafatlal or Ambani,
and therefore the improvement and development of
these businesses could also be captured. Further, Prof
Tripathi also laid out his assessment of entrepreneurial
history as a subset of business history, which in turn is a
subset of social history more than economic history.
e. Finer directions
 Exploring intimacy and interconnections were two
broad approaches/perspectives that Ms Krishnamur-
thy brought out from her experience of ethnographic
studies at Hardha. In exploring intimacy, one looks at
capturing personal histories, biographies, and
importantly, articulations of change. Tracing life
histories of people and communities becomes
important, and even the unlikely life stories of
inanimate entities (mandi) provided insights about
which entrepreneurs moved from the old mandi to
the new mandi, how and why. In exploring in-
terconnections, one is involved in reconstructing the
networks within a business community, including
looking at their “side businesses” and the process of
tracking, tracing, finding, and recapturing life his-
tories. As a methodology it is time consuming and
very challenging to reconstruct the networks
together, but extremely rewarding and important.
 Ms Krishnamurthy sounded aword of caution about one
being restricted to interviewing techniques while
doing qualitative research, and instead advocated
hard core observation as is possible through ethno-
graphic approaches. Such an approach enhances the
ability to capture volatility, mobility, morality and
the concept of the future. According to Ms Krishna-
murthy, “ . as a skill, to learn to do ethnographic
observation is very difficult and it is also something we
really don’t value enough. We have a real challenge in
thinking about how to use and value this data.” (Kumar
et al., p. 44). One can sit on a platform and observe
volatility or see change as it is happening in the waymarkets actually move, prices are actually dissemi-
nated, and how people take decisions to sell or trade
on a given day. Whereas, when one asks the same
questions in an interview, one does not receive the
same kind of response as the interviewees would think
several times about what they are going to tell you.
Mobility has to do with how one decides to travel be-
tween locations within the sites of research and the
challenges involved in multifaceted ethnographic
research. And last, but not the least, in studying his-
tories, are the concerns aboutmorality and the future.
This includes everyday discussion about morality,
people constantly articulating what they consider the
consequences of actions, notions of character and
conduct, the distinction between good and bad trade,
profit and loss, conceptualisations about the past and
the future, of generations and units, where the family
firm is going etc. which are interesting research topics
and are well suited to the ethnographic approach.
In conclusion, while accepting that several approaches
were possible, Prof Tripathi advocated adopting an
approach germane to understanding the evolution of busi-
ness in the country. For instance observing the kind of
approach adopted in business history research in the United
States e where business history made its first appearancee,
it can be seen that Chandler’s work was restricted to the
firm as the level of analysis and it did not adequately paint
the social context in which this history was located. Com-
pany history thus was not total history. The Japanese, ac-
cording to Prof Tripathi, are still concentrating on firm
history or state policy history, while the Scandinavian
countries as also Germany are focussing on the state and
business. Each society will need to adopt its own approach
to researching business history (or any subject) keeping in
mind the demand of the society, and the state of research
in that society.Challenges
a. Business history as an area of research in India has a
long way to go. The work in the area has been sparse
and limited to biographies of leading business moguls
and the evolution of a few high profile companies.
There had been very little organised research. Also,
business history is not at the top of the pecking order
among students and researchers. The question is how
to generate interest in the area. Prof Tripathi opined
that the only way to generate interest in the area is by
demonstrating that the field provides insights into very
many areas which in the normal course, one would not
get access to. It is important to start somewhere, albeit
on a small scale and build on it.
b. The panellists agreed that a good way to jumpstart
research in business history would be by instituting a
special chair to pursue research in this area. In this
context it was worth noting that Alfred Chandler’s
path-breaking work was made possible because there
was a special chair that was donated to business history
research. Another challenge, as Prof Mahadevan
pointed out, is the absence of a database of
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period. Mapping of entrepreneurs, size wise, industry
wise and region wise, including those in the tertiary
sector was important. The traditional focus on the in-
dustrialists should be expanded to include entrepre-
neurs in the tertiary service sectors.
c. The importance of the techniques of anthropology in
tracking, tracing, finding, and recapturing histories was
emphasised by Ms Krishnamurthy. While this was a time
consuming methodology, it was a vitally important one
to reconstruct and draw networks.
d. Prof Tripathi summed up the challenges thus e “The
challenge is to have business history acceptable in a
society where history itself is losing ground. We have to
accept that it is not going to be very easy because we
have seen that “perspective” type of courses have been
steadily losing ground in India. We have to therefore
start somewhere, where we stop telling stories and
start writing history” (Kumar et al., p 46).Business and entrepreneurial history in
management education
The main focus of the speakers was on how to make busi-
ness history interesting, acceptable and marketable. Busi-
ness history has usually been linked with management
education rather than with history. It first appeared at the
Harvard Business School in the United States in 1927 and
took shape in India at the Indian Institute of Management
Ahmedabad in 1965 under Prof Tripathi. The course, how-
ever, has been on the decline of late.
 Prof Pankaj Chandra initiated the proceedings by asking
three pertinent questions: What does one teach in
business history, how does one go about teaching
business history and what should be the principles
governing the development of a curriculum for a course
on business history.
 Regarding the principles, both Prof Tripathi and Prof
Majumdar were convinced that any curriculum must be
embedded in a research enabling environment so that
both the teacher and the student were stimulated by
the subject. To this end, the setting up of a funded
chair for research and teaching was proposed.Researchable questions emerging from the Round Ta
Prof Raman Mahadevan
1. What has been the economic impact of partition on Pun
ography of India before independence (that included B
dislocations?
2. What were the sources of entrepreneurship in different
Mr Dinesh Sharma
1. What was the historical policy context that led the top c Drawing from his own teaching experience, Prof Tripa-
thi suggested that the course be pitched at the doctoral
level rather than at the MBA level. He added that the
course should teach history and not antiquarian studies
i.e. the past should enlighten the student of the pre-
sent and should not be studied for its own sake.
 On the other hand, Prof Majumdar suggested that the
course be pitched at a basic level keeping in mind the
diversity of students in management schools. A member
of the audience also pointed out that the course should
facilitate a contextual understanding of events to make
it more interesting.
 Regarding what to teach, both Prof Tripathi and Prof
Majumdar were of the opinion that to develop a his-
torical perspective, the course would have to cover
ground from colonial times. Prof Majumdar suggested
that the course content could cover three periods:
colonial, post-independence and post-liberalisation
times. The last period could have more global
coverage to make it more interesting.
 Onhowto teach,ProfTripathiwasof thefirmopinion that
the course be pitched at the doctoral level as a research
based course with students reading research papers and
presenting in class. Dr Guha opined that a course on
business history with interesting case studies would
attract MBA students in a management school setting.
 Field work grants for summer projects could be set up
whereby students could spend time researching on
historical aspects of businesses was suggested Ms
Krishnamurthy.
 Prof Majumdar suggested that if not as a separate
course, the historical perspective could also be
embedded in other courses of the management school
such as corporate strategy and company law and, as an
audience member pointed out, in leadership and cul-
ture studies.
 In terms of the resources needed for teaching, it was
pointed out the Prof Tripathi’s Oxford History of Indian
Business (2004) currently stands as the most compre-
hensive text of Indian business history. Additional re-
sources could be gathered from other disciplines like
economic anthropology and also from old project works
by MBA students on various firms. Indeed, students’
projects have been used constructively elsewhere to
develop course material on entrepreneurship and the
same could be done for business history.ble
jab and Bengal, with a broader consideration of the ge-
angladesh, Pakistan, Burma) and the related economic
regions of India?
ompanies in India to their current positions?
Mr Harish Damodaran
1. What role did community networks, government, and family spectrum play in R&D investments in Indian business
houses?
Ms Mekhala Krishnamurthy
1. How does the role of stakeholders change as mandi towns [or any other place] moves from the old mandi to the new
mandi?
2. How can we capture regional histories in ways that are relevant to the region itself?
3. In studying about histories, how does one think about how people are conceptualising their futures and thinking
about the boundaries of morality?
Prof D. Tripathi
1. Tracking the evolution of businesses, particularly how companies have evolved from being small businesses to the
large houses.
Prof Surajit Majumdar
1. Why do some firms grow, while others decline? In certain periods, why do certain kinds of businesses grow, while
others decline? How do new ones come in and how do the old ones maintain their dominance? Or the opposite?
2. A comparison of India’s industrialisation experience with those of other countries, with emphasis on India specific
phenomena and variations which could help one to understand the long-term implications of that kind of
industrialisation.
Audience
1. How can Indian business history bring together the perspectives from economic history, social history and also
political history?
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